Four patients with persistent chest pain due to benign asbestos-related pleural disease are described. The pain did not improve with conventional analgesics so pleurectomy was performed in an attempt to relieve the pain. Pleurectomy for this condition has not previously been described in detail.
Case histories The four patients were referred for investigation and treatment of chest pain. Radiological findings and preoperative lung function data are shown in table 2. All patients had progression of their pleural disease -for example, computed tomographic scanning of the thorax in patient 3 in March 1989 showed discrete areas of pleural thickening in the right apex medially and laterally and in the right mid zone and base posteriorly, but in June 1990 continuous right pleural thickening from the apex to the diaphragm was seen posteriorly.
Three patients showed a mild restrictive ventilatory impairment. Serial testing was difficult to perform because of the chest pain. All patients had a raised erythrocyte sedimentation rate up to 44 mm/hour. Fevers up to 40°C occurred in two patients during exacerbations of the pain. Auto-antibody screens were negative in all patients.
All patients had only partial relief from conventional analgesia including opioids in high dose as well as carbamazepine and sodium valproate in the two patients with neuralgic pain. Provision of analgesia was made difficult because of unpredictable exacerbations of the background pain. Opioid medications were used only after adequate trials of non-opioid medication, nerve blocking procedures, and psychiatric assessment. Two patients also received prednisone without benefit. Two patients had transient relieffrom nerve blocking procedures. Patient 1 had a thoracic epidural block which gave relief for approximately one week. Patient 4 underwent surgical division of the seventh, eighth, and ninth right intercostal nerves after diagnostic nerve blocks gave relief in this area. However, pain recurred in both patients which, in case 4, was above and below the distribution of the divided intercostal nerves.
Histological examination of open pleural biopsy samples from cases 2 and 4 showed benign pleural plaques.
All patients underwent pleurectomy in an attempt to relieve their pain. Pain was the only indication for operation. Table 3 outlines the operative findings. The lateral chest wall was the predominant site of pleural thickening with less involvement of apical and diaphragmatic pleura. Dissection was made difficult by adherence between lung and visceral pleura in case 1 and between parietal pleura and chest wall in case 2. In case 4 the right hemi- diaphragm was adherent to pleural plaques on the anterolateral chest wall.
In all cases histological examination revealed significant pleural thickening, fibrotic pleural plaques, and chronic inflammatory cell infiltrates. No asbestos bodies were seen. However, the plaques were consistent with asbestos pleural disease. There was no evidence of malignancy. In case 3 the visceral pleura showed fibrous thickening, fibrin exudate, reactive hyperplasia of mesothelial cells, and perivascular lymphocytes and plasma cells.
Patient 1 had partial relief of pain for six months before it recurred. He still has bilateral pain two years after surgery. Patient 2 had permanent relief from pain although in the peroperative period a pleural space infection required reoperation and drainage. Patient 3 had significant improvement in pain but developed mild pain in the opposite hemithorax nine months postoperatively. If this worsens to the extent that he is unable to work he has requested that a second pleurectomy be performed. Patient 4 had relief of pain for six months before it recurred. After a further 12 months he underwent a cervical cordotomy to ablate the left spinothalamic tract. This procedure successfully relieved his pain.
These four cases were performed during a 12 month period and were the only documented cases with this condition known to have undergone pleurectomy by the operating thoracic surgeons in the state of Queensland. They 
